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Playing a Vital Role in the Charter Movement

In the early 1990s a handful of states created independent public “charter”
schools, providing opportunities for teachers and others to develop innovative

schooling options. Unlike private schools funded through vouchers or tuition tax
credits, these new public schools have to practice open admissions, accepting
all students as space permits. In exchange for freedom from many government
rules, they have to deliver results. Those that do remain open and those that do
not are closed.

Now well into their second decade,
charter schools have carved out a niche for
themselves across America and the record
suggests many are achieving their missions.
In numerous communities, they have raised
their students’ performance and influenced
traditional public schools to do more to raise
their performance.1

Yet in spite of that record, many charter
supporters fear that the reform movement may
never realize its full potential. One of the
biggest challenges revolves around states’
systems for deciding who gets, keeps, and
loses the right to run a charter school. The
entities responsible for these decisions are
referred to as charter school “authorizers” (or
“sponsors” in some states). As the National
Charter School Research Project recently
observed: “In the end, if the charter school
movement fails to prove itself as a viable

source of higher quality public schools, bad
authorizing and oversight will probably be a
major reason.”2

The United States has a deep tradition of
local control over public schools. Accordingly,
local school boards have been granted
varying degrees of power to award, deny,
renew, and revoke charters in the 41 states
and territories that have adopted the reform.
Some district authorizers have embraced
charters as an integral component of their school
improvement plans. Others have used them to
handle “problem” students or to relieve
overcrowding. But far too many others want
nothing to do with charters. They resent the need
to select, assist, and monitor these schools and
see them as a drain on resources.

Policymakers initially responded by
allowing those denied charters to appeal to
their state boards of education, which could
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then force local boards to grant the charters
against their will. Some states empowered their
state boards to grant charters themselves. The
first option did little to improve relations between
charters and local authorities. As for the second,
state boards may lack the will and the means to
become strong charter authorizers in their own right.

As a result, states have begun turning to
“alternative” charter authorizers outside of the
traditional realm of public school governance.
They include independent state-level charter
boards, higher education institutions, city
governments, and nonprofit groups.3 Research,
interviews, and surveys conducted for this report4
show that these entities are rapidly becoming the
preferred authorizers and are increasingly being
asked to develop model authorizing practices.

Researchers have been paying an increasing
amount of attention to the role of charter school
authorizers. In 2003, the first national study of
authorizers concluded that, except for those
sponsoring only a few schools (typically local
school boards), many were doing an adequate
job.5 The study also found that state policy
environments—which are shaped by charter
school laws and the overall level of support for
charter schools, among other factors—affected
the authorizers’ ability to do their jobs. A
subsequent study of larger authorizers in 2004
also found they were making appropriate decisions
about the renewal and termination of charters.6
Neither study, however, evaluated authorizers by
type (for example, traditional authorizers versus
alternative ones).

A May 2006 national study examined
authorizers by type but did not consider state
policy contexts.7 That study found great variability
among authorizers, with some doing their jobs well
and others doing theirs halfheartedly. It also found
that independent state charter boards and nonprofit
organizations generally did a better job than others.

The good news from these studies is that many
authorizers are taking their jobs of sponsorship
seriously. The bad news is that poor authorizing
practices are having a detrimental effect on the
charter movement. The National Association of

Charter School Authorizers offers best-practice
recommendations,8 but there is still policy debate
about the best types of authorizers.

This policy brief therefore attempts to do two
things. First, it offers descriptions of alternative
authorizers’ activities across the nation. Second,
it poses three criteria for policymakers to use as
they consider different authorizer types.

There is no guarantee that any given type of
authorizer will perform well, since too much
depends on the overall state context and the
individuals involved. However, those that meet
three core criteria appear to do better than others:

(1) They desire their jobs as authorizers (and for
more than a handful of schools).

(2) They are relatively insulated from politics.
(3) They have the ability to create adequate

infrastructure necessary to achieve quality
outcomes, rather than just perform traditional
oversight roles.

Forcing local school boards to grant charters
against their will is simply bad policy. Requiring
state boards to authorize charters on top of their
many other duties is also undesirable. New state-
level bodies dedicated exclusively to charters,
nonprofit groups that want to advance their
missions through charters, and the like will almost
certainly do a better job. The best authorizers
are those that actually desire the responsibility.

High-quality authorizing also often means
making tough decisions such as granting a charter
over the objections of a teachers union or
terminating one over the objections of parents.
State and local boards, especially those whose
members are elected or appointed by elected
officials, are susceptible to political pressure.
Universities and nonprofit groups, however, are
more insulated from such influences and can be
expected to make more decisions based on facts
and fewer based on politics.

Finally, high-quality authorizing depends on
high-quality infrastructure. Authorizers need
adequate funding and staff members who can
“think outside the box” about charters. Authorizers
from the realm of traditional school governance
often have other pressing concerns and a
regulatory notion of compliance with rules.

Assessing the Quality of  Charter
Authorizers
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Nonprofits, state charter boards, and other
“outsiders” are much more likely to engage in new
types of thinking that can help charters flourish.

Before analyzing how each type of alternative
authorizer fares on these three criteria, it is necessary
to briefly review the alternative authorizer landscape
across the nation.

Forty states and the District of Columbia have
charter schools. Of these, 14 have one or more
types of alternative charter authorizers. The other
27 use a combination of local, regional, and/or
state board authorizers.9

Seven states and the District of Columbia
have laws creating separate state-level chartering
boards. Seven states permit public higher
education institutions to directly issue charters,
of which two also allow private institutions to be
an authorizer. Three state statutes specify
municipal offices which may charter, and another
allows any such entities to become a co-sponsor.
Two states have given foundations and nonprofit
organizations such authority.

To date, five state-level boards, 24 public
and 12 private higher education institutions, two
municipal offices, and 24 nonprofi t
organizations have authorized one or more
charter schools. These entities are often the
preferred authorizers, chartering a significant
percentage of their state’s charter schools. For
example, Arizona’s state charter board has
granted 90 percent of that state’s charters, while
Utah’s has awarded 75 percent. Likewise,
Michigan’s universities have approved 81
percent, and Minnesota’s colleges and nonprofits
have granted 66 percent of theirs. Ball State
University and the mayor’s office in Indianapolis
have awarded virtually all of Indiana’s charters,
93 percent. Even relative newcomers such as
Idaho’s state charter board and Ohio’s nonprofit
organizations are sponsoring a significant share
of their states’ charter schools.

Of the seven state-level entities created for
the sole purpose of authorizing charter schools,

only those in Arizona, the District of Columbia,
and Florida are completely independent. The
Utah panel’s decisions are subject to approval
by its state board of education. The Colorado,
Idaho, and South Carolina state boards of
education can hear appeals from and overturn
the decisions of their states’ charter boards.

Created in 1994, the Arizona State Board
for Charter Schools (ASBCS) was the nation’s
first separate state charter board and has been
the subject of considerable attention.10 It oversees
the 422 charters it granted itself and 40 others
granted by the state board of education, making
it the nation’s largest charter authorizer. Under
an initial philosophy of providing a chance for
a thousand flowers to bloom, even if some weeds
crop up, the ASBCS has had many charter success
stories and some well-publicized blow-ups.
Significant efforts have recently been undertaken
to tighten accountability issues. However,
inadequate state funding to support authorizing
activities is said to be an ongoing problem.

Ten of the Board’s 11 voting members are
gubernatorial appointees, all appointed by the
current governor, serving staggered terms (the
11th member is the superintendent of public
instruction or the superintendent’s designee). In
2005, the governor vetoed legislation that would
have allowed higher education institutions to
award charters.

The Colorado Charter School Institute (CCSI)
was created in 2004 and to date has approved
seven schools. By law, its mission is to encourage
the creation of high-quality charters for at-risk
students and model superior charter authorizing
policies for school districts.11 Its composition
includes nine members, with seven appointed
by the governor and two by the state commissioner
of education. No more than five members may
be from the same political party and each must
have some identified area of expertise, such as
administration or finance.

The CCSI is allowed to issue charters only in
districts not granted “exclusive chartering

Separate State-Level Charter
Boards

Arizona State Board for CharterArizona State Board for CharterArizona State Board for CharterArizona State Board for CharterArizona State Board for Charter
SchoolsSchoolsSchoolsSchoolsSchools

The Alternative Authorizer
Landscape

Colorado Charter School InstituteColorado Charter School InstituteColorado Charter School InstituteColorado Charter School InstituteColorado Charter School Institute
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Table 1: States with Alternative Charter School Authorizers 
For each state, the number of authorizers is shown according to type. Underneath is the number  

and percentage of the states’ charter schools sponsored by that type of authorizer. 
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MI  11  
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4 
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28 
*227 

MN  3  
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11 
23 (17%) 
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1  
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55  
*139 
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23 (23%) 
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31 (31%) 

4 
*100 
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UT 1  
27 (75%) 

      10  
9 (25%) 

11 
36 

CO °1 
7 (5%) 

      49 
130 (95%) 

50 
*137 

IN  °1 
21 (49%) 

 1 
19 (44%) 

   2 
3 (7%) 

4 
*43 
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42 
334 
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WI  °2 
10 (5%) 

 °1 
5 (3%) 

   78 
168 (92%) 

81 
183 

Totals 6 
504 

24 
289 

12 
24 

2 
24 

24 
209 

3 
73 

19 
115 

300 
865 

390 
2,103 

* Totals for each state include those schools actually open during 2005-06, except for those state totals noted with an * (indicating all 
schools open and/or fully approved to open as of fall 2006 or later). 

X Law allows the city council in the District of Columbia to designate an authorizing body (which would make it the third for D.C.), 
but the Council has never done so.  

# Ohio allows universities to sponsor schools, but to date only the University of Toledo has become involved by designating the 
nonprofit Ohio Council of Community Schools to play this role. Since the nonprofit board approves the chartered schools (rather 
than the university board), this entity is listed within the nonprofit category for that state. 

° Sponsors with restricted chartering authority:  In Colorado, the independent state charter school cannot approve schools in districts 
with “exclusive chartering authority” (unless the district says okay); in Florida, prior to July 2006, universities could only charter lab 
schools, and community colleges could only charter technical career centers; in Indiana, universities can only approve schools 
outside Marion County; in Missouri, charter schools can only be created within St. Louis or Kansas City; and in Wisconsin, select 
universities were only to create one school in Parkside and all others were to be in Milwaukee. 

+ Florida’s recent law (effective July 1, 2006) established a separate state-level chartering board, the Florida Schools of Excellence 
Commission, which can charter schools statewide, and it authorized municipalities, public higher education entities, and regional 
educational consortia to act as cosponsors. 

^ South Carolina recently enacted a law creating a separate state charter board (effective May 3, 2006).  
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authority” by the state, either automatically or
upon application on the basis of their size,
student populations, fairness toward charter
schools and applicants, and other factors. As a
result, CCSI was only permitted to award charters
in 13 of the state’s 178 school districts in 2005-
06 and in just 10 in 2006-07. Other districts
have the option of forwarding char ter
applications to CCSI. Overall, school districts
have exerted considerable political pressure to
earn and keep their exclusive authority. Three
have filed suits seeking to abolish CCSI, saying
its creation violated the state constitution.12

The CCSI approved two of the 12
applications it received for charters in 2005-06
and five of the eight it considered for 2006-07.
Funding does not appear to be an issue for the
institute. It received most of its start-up funds from
national and local foundations, and the fees it
collects from its charters, equal to 3 percent of
the schools’ revenues, appear to be adequate,
now that is has reached a critical mass of around
3,000 students.

The District has one of the nation’s most robust
charter school systems, enrolling a significant
percentage of its students in charters.13 The District
of Columbia Public Charter School Board
(DCPCSB) was created in 1996 and has
chartered 37 schools, or 69 percent of the city’s
total. It has authorized far more schools than the
District’s school board (currently at 17 schools),
the city’s other authorizer, and appears more able
to focus on high-quality authorizing. Indeed, the
school board has stopped granting charters pending
public hearings on its future role as an authorizer.

  Members of DCPCSB are appointed by
the mayor from a list provided by the U.S.
Secretary of Education. The board’s funding
comes from the city’s budget and appears to
be adequate.

The F lor ida Schools of Excel lence
Commission (FSEC) was launched in July
2006, and has the authority to approve charter

schools as well as to approve municipalities,
state universities, community colleges, and
regional educational consortia to act as
cosponsors of charter schools. I t  is an
independent agency under the state board of
education’s supervision and must report to the
board annually on its schools’ performance. It
will be allowed to impose 5 percent fees on
its schools’ revenues.

As in Colorado, FSEC cannot award charters
in school districts granted “exclusive chartering
authority” by the state board of education. Such
districts must demonstrate that they treated their
own charters fairly and equitably during the
previous four years. For example, they could not
have placed moratoria on new charters or
capped overall charter enrollment and must have
been fair with respect to capital funds and access
to land and facilities.

The Idaho Public Charter School Commission
(IPCSC) was created in 2004 and has
authorized 11 of Idaho’s 28 charter schools.
Charter school applicants (except for virtual
schools) must submit their materials to their local
board before coming to the IPCSC. A further
appeal to the state board was left in place
from previous application processes.

The commission’s seven members are
appointed by the governor and must include
three past or current local school board
members, three past or current charter school
board members, and one at-large member.
With the election of a new governor in
November 2006, there are concerns about
the implications of the result for the panel.

There are also concerns about the
commission’s funding. Its initial legislative
appropriations were minimal and it just recently
obtained enough funding to support a full-time
administrator. It is not allowed to collect fees
from its schools.

Rather than simply create a state-level
charter commission, South Carolina instead

District of Columbia Public CharterDistrict of Columbia Public CharterDistrict of Columbia Public CharterDistrict of Columbia Public CharterDistrict of Columbia Public Charter
School BoardSchool BoardSchool BoardSchool BoardSchool Board

Florida Schools of ExcellenceFlorida Schools of ExcellenceFlorida Schools of ExcellenceFlorida Schools of ExcellenceFlorida Schools of Excellence
CommissionCommissionCommissionCommissionCommission

Idaho Public Charter SchoolIdaho Public Charter SchoolIdaho Public Charter SchoolIdaho Public Charter SchoolIdaho Public Charter School
CommissionCommissionCommissionCommissionCommission

South Carolina Public CharterSouth Carolina Public CharterSouth Carolina Public CharterSouth Carolina Public CharterSouth Carolina Public Charter
School DistrictSchool DistrictSchool DistrictSchool DistrictSchool District
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created a statewide South Carolina Public
Charter School District (SCPCSD), which is
managed by an 11-member board of trustees.
The law for both was effective in May 2006.
This board of trustees will be similar to boards
of trustees for other districts, except it will not
have a local tax base.

Nine of the board’s members are appointed
by the governor and one each by the state
House speaker and state Senate president.
Seven of the governor’s choices must come
from a list prepared by various state-level
education and civic groups.

Created in 2004, the Utah State Charter
School Board (USCSB) has approved 27 of
Utah’s 36 charter schools. Unlike other state
charter boards, all of its awards must be
affirmed by the state board of education.
Starting in the fall of 2007, the USCSB will
be allowed to authorize no more than five
schools annually. Recent law also calls for a
six-month study of charter school funding and
needs, given concerns expressed about
USCSB’s funding and lack of independence.

The charter board’s seven members are
appointed by the governor. They must include
three members nominated by Utah’s charter
schools, two nominated by the state board of
education, and two with expertise in business
or finance.

On the whole, separate state chartering
boards score well in terms of their desire to be
an authorizer, but they are not particularly
insu lated f rom pol i t ics, nor are thei r
infrastructures as strong as they could be. Using
the three criteria this paper identifies as
increasing authorizers’ chances for success,
separate state charter boards tend to have:

(1 )(1 )(1 )(1 )(1 ) Strong desire to serStrong desire to serStrong desire to serStrong desire to serStrong desire to serve as authorizersve as authorizersve as authorizersve as authorizersve as authorizers.
Separate state chartering boards are more
likely than other authorizers to have the

interest, knowledge, and “will” to take
chartering seriously. Unlike all other
authorizer types, these boards can focus
exclusively on high-quality authorizing
practices and decisions. They can also be
filled with members with expertise in
accountability models, finance, facilities,
and the like.

(2 )(2 )(2 )(2 )(2 )Moderate poli t ical insulationModerate poli t ical insulationModerate poli t ical insulationModerate poli t ical insulationModerate poli t ical insulation. These
boards’ members are generally appointed
by elected officials—often a governor—
meaning that they are subject to political
influence. Staggering appointments and
requiring that members be nominated by
others or possess certain expertise can
help.

(3 )(3 )(3 )(3 )(3 ) Fai r ly  s t rong abi l i ty  to developFai r ly  s t rong abi l i ty  to developFai r ly  s t rong abi l i ty  to developFai r ly  s t rong abi l i ty  to developFai r ly  s t rong abi l i ty  to develop
infrastructureinfrastructureinfrastructureinfrastructureinfrastructure. Adequate, dependable
funding is a problem for some of these
boards and often they must rely on state
department of education employees for
various functions (which tend to utilize
traditional compliance systems). However,
if funding is available, strong infrastructures
can be created.

Eight states (Florida, Indiana, Michigan,
Minnesota, Missouri, New York, Ohio, and
Wisconsin) permit higher education institutions
to directly authorize charter schools.14 Currently,
24 public and 12 private higher education
institutions in seven states are authorizers (see
Table 3).

Currently, 14 Minnesota higher education
entities are sponsoring 28 charter schools
(either operating during Fall 2006 or approved
to open in the fall of 2007). They subscribe
to the state’s philosophy that more authorizers
sponsoring smaller numbers of schools will lead
to more creative schools.

Utah State Charter SchoolUtah State Charter SchoolUtah State Charter SchoolUtah State Charter SchoolUtah State Charter School
BoardBoardBoardBoardBoard

Separate State CharteringSeparate State CharteringSeparate State CharteringSeparate State CharteringSeparate State Chartering
Boards:  Chances of QualityBoards:  Chances of QualityBoards:  Chances of QualityBoards:  Chances of QualityBoards:  Chances of Quality

Higher Education Institutions
as Authorizers

Minnesota’Minnesota’Minnesota’Minnesota’Minnesota’s Higher Educations Higher Educations Higher Educations Higher Educations Higher Education
SponsorsSponsorsSponsorsSponsorsSponsors
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Table 2: Separate State Chartering Boards
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Larger state universities are noticeably absent
from the list. To date, only two four-year state
universities (Metro State and St. Cloud State)
have granted charters and both later decided to
hand off their chartering responsibilities to other
sponsors. Only four two-year public institutions
have granted charters, one of which subsequently
decided end its sponsoring role. Some observers
attribute the lack of interest to pressure from
Education Minnesota, the state’s combined
NEA/AFT affiliate which represents both K-12
teachers and some of the state’s public post-
secondary faculty.

A number of Minnesota’s private higher
education institutions have jumped into the
breach. Many sponsor only one school, although
Hamline University sponsors six, Concordia
University four, and Augsburg College three.
Many become involved for mission-related
reasons. For example, Hamline University began
sponsoring charters to help prepare its prospective
teachers, and Concordia University is focused
on supporting second-language learners as part
of its community outreach program. Capella
University, an online institution, plans to sponsor
online charter schools.

Survey data collected for this study indicate
that 80 percent of the state’s charter-sponsoring
colleges and universities do so because working
to improve educational outcomes for children
supports their mission. Sixty percent say
sponsoring charter schools allows them to share
their educational expertise.

Michigan’s colleges and universities are key
players in the state’s charter movement. Eleven of
them sponsor 185 schools, or 81 percent of the
state’s total, and three alone account for more
than half. Observers say the numbers would be
higher but for a state cap on university-sponsored
schools. There is no cap on community-college-
sponsored schools, and Bay Mills Community
College has been a noteworthy source of some
recent charter school growth.

Michigan’s higher education institutions have
also played a key role in developing and
promoting high-quality authorizer practices

statewide and nationally. They were the first
group in the nation to form an authorizer network,
which in turn was instrumental in establishing a
voluntary state review process for authorizers.

Public institutions were slow to embrace
charters due to pressure from faculty and teachers’
unions and local school boards. But pressure
from then-Gov. John Engler, who appointed many
of those institutions’ trustees, proved to be greater.
Indeed, survey results for this study found 83
percent of respondents indicating that outside
political pressure was a key factor in their decision
to become an authorizer. Most have tried to
insulate their charter school operations from
politics by housing them within their presidents’
offices or other nonacademic departments.

Despite initial reluctance to participate, survey
responses from Michigan’s higher education
authorizers reveal some interesting outcomes as
a result of their authorizer roles. Eighty-four
percent report that faculty resistance to charters
decreased after the institutions began authorizing
schools. Fifty-seven percent say working with
charters has caused their faculties to become
more involved in school improvement and data
analysis. Seventy-one percent have placed
student teachers in charters. One institution has
created a focus on charter school management
within its educational leadership master’s degree
program and plans to offer that degree nationally
over the Internet.

Other than start-up costs, funding has not
been an issue for the state’s higher education
authorizers, which can collect fees equaling
up to 3 percent of their schools’ per-pupil
revenues.

Missouri allows charter schools in St. Louis
and Kansas City only. Public and private higher
education institutions and the cities’ school boards
are the only permitted authorizers. Colleges have
sponsored all but one of the state’s 22 charters.

Missouri is an example of the way political
dynamics within a given state vary depending
on location. Two Kansas City area public
universities quickly embraced charters as part of
their community outreach efforts and now sponsor

Michigan’Michigan’Michigan’Michigan’Michigan’s Higher Educations Higher Educations Higher Educations Higher Educations Higher Education
SponsorsSponsorsSponsorsSponsorsSponsors

Missouri’Missouri’Missouri’Missouri’Missouri’s Higher Educations Higher Educations Higher Educations Higher Educations Higher Education
AuthorizersAuthorizersAuthorizersAuthorizersAuthorizers
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16 schools. Resistance to charters has been
greater in St. Louis. Four institutions there have
granted just five charters and one recently
transferred its sponsorship of a school to a
private university.

Surveys reveal that some institutions began
working with charter schools as a way to support
their mission, while others say they were pressured
to become authorizers. Some say faculty
resistance to charters has lessened over time,
while others say opposition is unchanged. Some
place their student teachers in charters, others
do not.

Until recently, Missouri’s universities did not
receive state aid for charter activities and
could not collect fees from their schools. Those
that now adopt state-developed authorization
standards receive state funding equal to 1.5
percent of the schools’ state and local per-
pupil revenues.

The 64-campus State University of New
York (SUNY) system is the Empire State’s sole
higher education authorizer. It has approved
50 charters, the maximum allowed under state
law and one-half of all new start-up schools
permitted statewide. Four of those 50 charter
schools have subsequently closed, and current
interpretation of the law is that such charters
cannot be reissued. Thus, SUNY is currently
overseeing 46 schools.

New York’s governor appoints SUNY’s
board of trustees and former Gov. George
Pataki “encouraged” its initial involvement with
charters. The board has demonstrated a strong
commitment to high-quality charter school
authorizing. Indeed, a recent report notes that
New York’s authorizers (which also include the
state school board and local boards of
education) are thorough, have high standards,
and work hard to respond to charter schools’
needs.15

SUNY receives state aid for its charter
activities. The state charter movement’s biggest
current challenge is lifting the 100-school
statewide cap.

All Indiana public universities can sponsor
charter schools located outside of Indianapolis
and Marion County, but only Ball State University
has chosen to do so. It sponsored 14 schools in
2005-06 and added four more in the fall of
2006. The new total will represent 45 percent
of Indiana’s charters.

Similar to many other higher education
authorizers, survey data revealed Ball State
was motivated in part by political pressure but
also by the belief that chartering would
advance its mission and create research
opportunities. Unlike many higher education
authorizers, Ball State’s charter school office
is housed in its college of education.

Wisconsin allows the University of Wisconsin-
Milwaukee (UWM) and Milwaukee Area Technical
College (MATC) to sponsor schools in Milwaukee.
UWM sponsors nine, while MATC has sponsored
none to date. In addition, the University of
Wisconsin-Parkside has been allowed to sponsor
a single school in Racine.

A recent Florida law allows their new state-
level chartering board to co-sponsor schools with
state universities and community colleges. Before
that, public universities could only sponsor
laboratory schools, and community colleges only
technical career centers. Florida State University
had chartered two such facilities and the state’s
community colleges none.

Ohio allows its public universities to issue
charters, but none does so directly. Instead, the
University of Toledo has created a nonprofit
organization, the Ohio Council of Community
Schools, which is currently sponsoring 45 schools.

Using the three policy criteria that increase
the potential for quality authorizing, higher
education institutions as a whole fair moderately
well. Some higher education institutions were

New YNew YNew YNew YNew York’ork’ork’ork’ork’s Higher Educations Higher Educations Higher Educations Higher Educations Higher Education
AuthorizerAuthorizerAuthorizerAuthorizerAuthorizer

Indiana Higher EducationIndiana Higher EducationIndiana Higher EducationIndiana Higher EducationIndiana Higher Education
AuthorizersAuthorizersAuthorizersAuthorizersAuthorizers

Other State Higher EducationOther State Higher EducationOther State Higher EducationOther State Higher EducationOther State Higher Education
AuthorizersAuthorizersAuthorizersAuthorizersAuthorizers

Higher Education Authorizers:Higher Education Authorizers:Higher Education Authorizers:Higher Education Authorizers:Higher Education Authorizers:
Chances of Quality Authorizing?Chances of Quality Authorizing?Chances of Quality Authorizing?Chances of Quality Authorizing?Chances of Quality Authorizing?
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Table 3: Higher Education Institutions Sponsoring Charter Schools
(private institutions are italicized)
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latoT 43 481 22 08

* For Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, New York, and Indiana, the number of  schools include those open as of  fall 2006 and/or approved for fall 2007 or later.
^ For Wisconsin and Florida, the number of schools are those actually operating during 2005-06.
** In Ohio, public universities are allowed to charter but none have chosen to do so except for the University of  Toledo, which is doing so via the nonprofit

Ohio Council of Community Schools (currently with 45 schools). Since this nonprofit board (rather than the university board) actually approves the schools,
this entity is listed on the nonprofit chart.
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academic departments to shield them from
internal and external politics and are staffed
by experienced K-12 educators (who
support charters even if school district
personnel and unions leaders do not).

Nonprofit groups are the newest charter
school authorizers. Currently, only Minnesota
and Ohio allow them to sponsor schools.

Minnesota allows nonprofit 501(C)(3)
organizations with at least $2 million in assets
to sponsor charter schools. Sixteen such groups
currently sponsor 64 schools (operating in the
fall of 2006, or approved to open in the fall
of 2007 or later).

According to several recent reports,
nonprofits are playing a key role in Minnesota’s
charter movement.16 Many see chartering as
an extension of their work with children and
families, especially in the Twin Cities. Several
nonprofit-sponsored charters provide services
beyond schooling such as after-school care,
mentoring, tutoring, and parenting education.
All Minnesota nonprofit authorizers that
responded to a survey conducted for this report
said improving educational outcomes through
charters clearly supports their missions.

Policy experts in the state are urging
changes in the law to support the creation of
“single-purpose” nonprofit sponsors. The state’s
minimum-asset  requi rement bars many
nonprofits from sponsoring charters. Few can
afford to sponsor more than a handful of
schools and chartering is not their primary
focus. Demonstrating this idea’s value, one
current nonprofit, Friends of Ascension (FOA),
already exclusively focuses on chartering and
is the state’s largest authorizer with 16 schools.
A wealthy benefactor gave FOA the $2 million
it needed to qualify as an authorizer.

Ohio currently has eight nonprofit authorizers
that oversee 145 charter schools.

Nonprofit Organizations

not eager to become charter authorizers but
eventually grew into the job. Many report being
pressured from above to embrace charters and
pressured from below to keep them at arm’s
length. Those that have accepted the duty and
received adequate financial support, however,
have done an admirable job. In general, higher
education institutions have the following
qualities as authorizers:

(1 )(1 )(1 )(1 )(1 )Moderate des i re to becomeModerate des i re to becomeModerate des i re to becomeModerate des i re to becomeModerate des i re to become
author izers .au thor izers .au thor izers .au thor izers .au thor izers .  Some pr ivate higher
education institutions are interested in
charters as a way to advance their
missions. And although most public higher
education institutions had to be “pushed”
to get involved with chartering, once
involved they are usually committed to
quality authorizing.

(2 )(2 )(2 )(2 )(2 ) Fai r ly  s t rong pol i t ica l  insu la t ionFai r ly  s t rong pol i t ica l  insu la t ionFai r ly  s t rong pol i t ica l  insu la t ionFai r ly  s t rong pol i t ica l  insu la t ionFai r ly  s t rong pol i t ica l  insu la t ion.
Virtually all public colleges and universities
involved in chartering experience intense
pressure from both sides in the charter
debate. Governors who support charters
pressure them to get on board; faculty
members and their associates in public
schools pressure them to stay off. However,
once higher education boards accept the
responsibility, they appear to take it to heart.
As one university survey respondent put it:
the insti tut ion’s board members “are
enormous supporters of this policy initiative
and have withstood enormous political
pressure to make sure that they wielded
their power with care and thoughtfulness
and as stewards of the students in the
schools they authorized.”

(3 )(3 )(3 )(3 )(3 ) Fai r ly  s t rong abi l i ty  to developFai r ly  s t rong abi l i ty  to developFai r ly  s t rong abi l i ty  to developFai r ly  s t rong abi l i ty  to developFai r ly  s t rong abi l i ty  to develop
infrastructureinfrastructureinfrastructureinfrastructureinfrastructure. Many higher education
ins t i tu t ions have developed s t rong
chartering offices. Some are financed
through fees paid by the schools they
charter, others receive state appropriations
or tap other university resources. Some are
housed in administrative rather than

Minnesota Nonprofit AuthorizersMinnesota Nonprofit AuthorizersMinnesota Nonprofit AuthorizersMinnesota Nonprofit AuthorizersMinnesota Nonprofit Authorizers

Ohio Nonprofit AuthorizersOhio Nonprofit AuthorizersOhio Nonprofit AuthorizersOhio Nonprofit AuthorizersOhio Nonprofit Authorizers
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Following a 2005 law change that removed
chartering authority from the state board of
education and allowed nonprofits and others to
become authorizers, foundations financed the
creation of the Ohio Charter School Sponsor
Institute to recruit and train new sponsors. Large
nonprofits such as the Volunteers of America were
expected to participate (as they have in
Minnesota), but many did not, citing concerns
about legal liability and politics. The effort
revolves instead around smaller nonprofits and
the Thomas B. Fordham Foundation, which had
previously limited its involvement with charters to
policy development.

As previously noted, Ohio also allows higher
education institutions to issue charters, but only the
University of Toledo has chosen to do so. Rather
than sponsor schools itself, the university created a
nonprofit called the Ohio Council of Community
Schools, whose sole purpose is to grant and oversee
charters on the university’s behalf.

Al l  Ohio nonprof i t  author izers that
responded to a survey for this report said
working to improve educational outcomes for
children clearly supports their mission and was
a key reason for becoming an authorizer. All
also said their boards were firmly committed
to sponsoring charters and that they offer an
important outsider’s view of how best to support
children and families.

Using the three policy criteria that increase
the potential of authorizers to succeed, nonprofit
authorizers fair well. On average, some nonprofit
groups have a fairly strong interest in sponsoring
charters, are relatively well insulated from politics,
and—with adequate funding—have a good
chance of becoming high-quality authorizers.
Specifically, nonprofits that have chosen to
become authorizers have:

(1)(1 )(1 )(1 )(1 ) Moderate desire to be authorizersModerate desire to be authorizersModerate desire to be authorizersModerate desire to be authorizersModerate desire to be authorizers. Some
nonprofi t health and human ser vice
organizations view chartering as a natural
extension of their mission to improve
opportunities for children and families. While
the Ohio and Minnesota experiences have

shown that not all nonprofits are interested in
chartering, plenty rise to the challenge.

(2)(2 )(2 )(2 )(2 ) Strong political insulationStrong political insulationStrong political insulationStrong political insulationStrong political insulation. Members of
nonprofit boards are less likely than elected
or appointed public officials to base
decisions about charters on politics and more
likely to base them on data. Many of these
organizations are highly visible, enjoy strong
credibil i ty, and have lower-income
constituencies that tend to support charter
schools. One survey respondent noted that
nonprofit authorizers are “open-minded and
not clouded by political pressures.” Another
said: “The lack of political influence is a big
thing. Many of our schools … find it particularly
difficult to find an authorizer … we are able to
come in from the outside and authorize the
school with a good degree of credibility.”

(3 )(3 )(3 )(3 )(3 ) Fairly strong ability to develop infra-Fairly strong ability to develop infra-Fairly strong ability to develop infra-Fairly strong ability to develop infra-Fairly strong ability to develop infra-
structurestructurestructurestructurestructure. Successful nonprofits often have
savvy grant writers and experience with the
challenges of starting and managing an
organization. They have strong ties to the
community and staff members who are
accustomed to working with children and
families in nontraditional ways. With
appropriate funding, these entities can
assemble the types of staffs needed to focus
on high-quality authorizing.

Three states allow a designated municipal
office to charter schools, while one allows its
new state-level chartering board to approve any
interested municipalities as cosponsors.

The mayor’s office in Indianapolis can grant
charters within the city’s boundaries and has
approved 19 schools to date. There were 12
during 2005-06, four more were added for
2006-07, and three have already been
approved to open in 2007-08. Mayor Bart
Peterson’s support for charters has been the subject
of considerable attention, with that office just
having won Harvard University’s Innovation in
American Government Award.17

Milwaukee’s city council can also award
charters locally. It now sponsors five schools as

Nonprofit Organizations: ChancesNonprofit Organizations: ChancesNonprofit Organizations: ChancesNonprofit Organizations: ChancesNonprofit Organizations: Chances
of Quality Authorizing?of Quality Authorizing?of Quality Authorizing?of Quality Authorizing?of Quality Authorizing? Municipal Offices
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part of the city’s broader school choice program.
The District of Columbia City Council can
designate a charter authorizer, but has chosen not
to given the work already being done by city’s
independent charter board.

Florida’s new state-level charter board can
sponsor schools in partnership with municipalities.
This law was recently enacted, so it is too early to
know how many municipalities might be interested.

Few municipal offices have expressed a
strong desire to become involved in chartering,
and they are inherently subject to political
pressure. But they possess many of the tools
needed to become high-quality authorizers.
Using the three policy criteria that increase the

Table 4: Nonprofit Organizations Sponsoring Charter Schools
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* For Minnesota, the number of schools are those open Fall 2006 as well as those fully approved to open Fall ’07 or later (as
obtained by the MN Sponsor Assistance Network). For Ohio, the number of  schools are the number actually open as of
August 15, 2006 (as obtained from the Ohio Office of Community Schools).

** The Ohio Council of  Community Schools is a nonprofit overseeing schools as a designee of  the University of  Toledo. Since it
is the nonprofit board that actually approves the chartered schools (rather than the university board), this entity is listed within
the nonprofit category.
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potential of quality authorizers, municipal offices
potentially have:

(1)(1 )(1 )(1 )(1 ) Moderate desire to be authorizersModerate desire to be authorizersModerate desire to be authorizersModerate desire to be authorizersModerate desire to be authorizers. There
are certainly exceptions, but given all of their
other responsibilities, mayors and city councils
are unlikely to have much interest in
authorizing and overseeing schools.
Nonetheless, those focused on educational
reform issues can bring significant assets to
the table.

(2)(2 )(2 )(2 )(2 ) Limited political insulationLimited political insulationLimited political insulationLimited political insulationLimited political insulation. It takes a very
strong mayor or city council to base charter
school decisions on data rather than politics.
As elected officials, they are accountable to
their constituents for results, but they are also
subject to strong political pressure from interest
groups.

(3)(3 )(3 )(3 )(3 ) Moderate ability to develop infrastruc-Moderate ability to develop infrastruc-Moderate ability to develop infrastruc-Moderate ability to develop infrastruc-Moderate ability to develop infrastruc-
turetureturetureture. Mayors and city councils can leverage
numerous resources to support their agendas.
Although their offices may lack hands-on
expertise with schools, they are experts at
delivering and monitoring other important
social services and can find talented
individuals to help them create high-quality
charter authorizing systems.

States originally viewed alternative charter
authorizers mainly as friendlier forums for charter
school applicants. Today, they and many
researchers increasingly see them as a way to
add value to the charter school movement and,
by extension, to public education as a whole.

As examples, Minnesota’s nonprofits and
private universities have sponsored a number of
innovative, community-focused schools.
Michigan’s university authorizers are considered
national leaders in the push for high-quality
authorizing practices. The District of Columbia’s
independent charter board has outperformed the
city school board as an authorizer. The
Indianapolis mayor’s charter office is considered
one of the finest in the country. SUNY jump-
started New York State’s charter movement by
approving its first schools. Utah and Idaho’s state-

level chartering boards are approving schools
and focusing on the quality of school oversight.

Policymakers believe these alternative entities
can serve as model authorizers. For example,
Colorado’s state charter board was tasked
specifically with encouraging the creation of
high-quality charters for at-risk students and
modeling superior charter authorizing policies
for school districts. In a similar vein, Florida’s
new state charter board is required to develop,
promote, and disseminate best practices for
charter school sponsors.

This is not to say that alternative authorizers
have no disadvantages, or that other types of
authorizers cannot be effective. Indeed, many
local school boards, state boards, and county/
regional boards are considered high-quality
authorizers. For example, the Chicago Public
Schools actively solicit and oversee charter
schools as part of their Renaissance 2010
efforts.18 The Massachusetts, North Carolina, and
Texas state boards of education are also
considered strong charter sponsors. As previously
stated, the best authorizers, regardless of their type,
want the job, sufficiently insulate themselves from
politics to do the job well, and have the money
and other tools they need to focus on quality.

Table 5 examines how the seven types of
charter authorizers score on those three
attributes.19 While this report does not provide
detailed information about state board, county/
regional board, and local board authorizers, its
author has been involved with charter school
policy research for the past decade and
developed summary judgments from that
accumulated knowledge.

Overall, all four types of alternative authorizers
have the potential to become high-quality school
sponsors. Compared with traditional authorizers,
they often have a stronger desire to get involved
in chartering and can base their decisions on
data rather than politics. When provided with
adequate funding, they can secure staff members
and create systems focused on outcomes rather
than on compliance with rules.

Policymakers, however, are cautioned to
consider new types of authorizers only if their
current situations are not producing desirable
results. High-quality authorizing is hard work and

Pulling It All Together
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adding more sponsors to the mix increases the
strain on already tight budgets.

Policymakers also should demand more
accountability from all authorizers. Several states
are already moving in this direction. For example,
Ohio’s state board of education has become an
“authorizer of authorizers” in that it must now
approve and monitor all new authorizers working
with new start-up schools. Missouri authorizers
receive state funding only if they meet certain
quality standards. Michigan has implemented a
voluntary authorizer review process. Minnesota
is creating a process whereby sponsors can
voluntarily earn a “certificate of quality sponsoring”
and perhaps receive greater flexibility and added
resources in return. Many unresolved issues remain
within each of these states, but initial authorizer
accountability systems are being implemented.

In the future, all alternative and traditional
authorizers should be judged on the basis of
how students in their sponsored schools perform.
Indeed, results from 2003 and 2005 National
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)
revealed performance differences among various
authorizer types (although these findings were
drawn from a small sample and did not track the
same students over time).20 Unfortunately, until

al l states have ful l -scale value-added
accountability systems that track gains made by
the same students over time, it will be difficult to
link charter school performance results with the
role their authorizers are playing.

Policymakers also should pay more attention
to authorizer funding and support. Authorizer
fees can give charter sponsors a perverse
incentive to keep schools open for fear of losing
those fees. Many policymakers do not understand
the value of high-quality authorizing and
therefore are reluctant to provide adequate state
funding. Ultimately, some combination of state
and school resources, coupled with an
appropriate accountability system for all
authorizers, is essential.

There clearly is no one best authorizing system
for any given state. Much depends upon the
policy environment, constitutional issues, and
individual leaders. Alternative authorizers,
however, are playing a vital role in the charter
school movement and are often found in states
attempting to raise authorizer accountability.
They will continue to be key players in the
creation of charter schools and in the quest
for both high-quality charter schools and high-
quality authorizers.

Table 5: Summary Analysis of  Potential for Quality Authorizing
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